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URINE SPRAYING and MARKING—Information and Advice for Cat Owners
What is spraying?

Urine stains found approximately at cat-nose level on vertical surfaces, such as furniture, drapes or walls, are telltale signs of feline spraying. The urine sprayed differs chemically from the urine cats normally release from a squatting position because it also contains oily secretions from the anal glands. Sprayed urine is extremely pungent. Some people describe it as smelling like ammonia; others say it has a heavy musky odor. While most urine marking is accomplished via spraying, some cats may mark by squatting on horizontal surfaces. 

Why do cats spray urine? 

Urine marking appears to be a method of communication by scent that may be used to: lay claim to territory, assert status (both high and low), offer sexual availability to other cats, or indicate stress, fear or frustration.  Cats spray during territorial disputes, during aggressive conflicts, and during sexual encounters. Most spraying is done by un-neutered males and by un-spayed females in heat.  

It’s important to note that cats don’t stop using their litter boxes because they’re upset at their human caregivers or are determined to get revenge for something that offended or angered them. Because humans act for these reasons, it’s easy for us to assume that our pets do as well. But animals don’t act out of spite or revenge, so it won’t help to punish your cat in the hope that she’ll start using the litter box again.  In fact, punishment may lead to fear and stress that will cause the problem to become worse.
Why is my cat is spraying?

If your cat is un-neutered, there’s a pretty good chance that he or she is spraying for that reason. Of course, neutered cats sometimes spray, too. The marked site will sometimes offer a clue as to where the trouble lies. Spraying near doors or windows can be attributed to the stress of an un-neutered cat who spots an outside interloper or potential mate in his or her territory. A marked suitcase, on the other hand, can indicate stress over an owner’s impending vacation, as a suitcase can signify that an owner will be going away.  Spraying sometimes results from conflicts between cats in the home, from the resident cat feeling threatened by outside cats, or from sudden changes in the home (such as moving to a new home or the addition of a new family member, be it human or animal). 

An important note about medical problems and inappropriate elimination:

It’s common for cats with medical problems to begin eliminating outside of their litter boxes. For example, a urinary tract infection or crystals in the urine can make urination very painful—and both are serious conditions that require medical attention. Cats often associate this pain during urination with the litter box and begin to avoid it. So if your cat has a house soiling problem, check with your veterinarian first to rule out any medical problems as a cause of the behavior. Cats don’t always act sick even when they are, and only a trip to the veterinarian for a thorough physical examination can rule out a medical problem.

What can I do to make my cat stop spraying?

If your cat has sprayed, tackle the problem immediately. A normal feline response, indoor spraying can be a difficult problem to eliminate, and backsliding in times of stress is not unusual, but with patience and the right tools it is possible to stop the problem. By ignoring the behavior, even for a few weeks, it can become so ingrained that environmental and behavioral modification might not resolve the problem, and pharmacological intervention may become necessary.
1. Spaying and neutering are the most effective ways to curb spraying. Sterilization will yield a cessation of spraying for all but roughly 10 percent of males and 5 percent of females. These numbers can be further halved with behavior modification and other proper treatment.  Spaying/neutering can be performed on cats as young as 8 weeks of age.

2. Spayed and neutered cats can sometimes spray as well. If your neutered cat has sprayed, and your veterinarian has ruled out a medical condition, first attempt to determine the cause and then try some of the following tips:
*If your cat is reacting to the sight of cats outside, block your cat’s view with shades, shutters or other visual barriers to prevent him from witnessing others on his turf. If your cat is reacting to the scent of cats outside, possibly through a screen door or from odors on your shoes, prevent your cat from coming into contact with these scents. Keep the door closed and remove shoes outside, before entering the home.  You can also discourage cats from hanging around outside your house. Motion-activated devices, such as the Critter Gitter™, the Scarecrow™, or the Scraminal™, all function to frighten outdoor cats away. The Scat Mat™ and the Sofa Saver™ can be used to keep outdoor cats away from doors and windows. 

*Sometimes spraying is due to conflict among resident cats in a multi-cat household. The spraying cat may be trying to advertise and mark his presence in a territory by spraying visually conspicuous sites. If the spraying is due to resident cat conflict, you may need to separate the cats or at least isolate the spraying cat until you are able to restore harmony. You could also seek assistance from an animal behaviorist to resolve the conflict.

*If your cat is spraying in one or a few locations, you can make these areas less appealing, using some type of booby trap, such as Ssscat™. Ssscat™ is a motion-activated device that sprays the cat with a harmless but unpleasant aerosol. Alternatively, you can put out an “unwelcome mat” for the cat by placing foil or an upside-down vinyl carpet runner where your cat sprays. A strong wintergreen or citrus scented room deodorizer may keep the cat away from the spot; however, it may also prompt him to simply spray elsewhere. 

*Try to elicit a different behavior in the sprayed locations. Place items such as his food dish or toys, in the spots where he has sprayed.  To change the cat's response to emotional triggers that cause spraying, couple some high-value treats with the presence of the stressors. Ply the cat with goodies stashed in the foyer if guests set him off. If your cat sprays whenever you are about to go on a trip, feed him on or near your suitcase to foster pleasant connotations, and bring the luggage out even when a trip isn't imminent, to acclimate the cat to its presence.

*Offer more than one litter box and place litter boxes in multiple locations, especially in areas where the cat has previously sprayed. If the cat is spraying on the wall beside the litter box, try attaching a piece of a shower curtain liner to the wall and drape it down into the box. Should the cat spray there, the urine at least will drip down into the box. Remember to keep litter boxes clean and easily accessible to your cat.  If you use scoopable litter, scoop out urine clumps and feces at least once a day.

*Spray Feliway™, found in products like ComfortZone™, in the areas where your cat is spraying. Feliway™ is a synthetic pheromone designed to elicit calm, friendly behavior in cats. Research supports the claim that Feliway™ reduces indoor urine spraying. It is available in both spray and plug-in diffuser form.

*Proper cleaning of stains and elimination of odors is important. Because animals are highly motivated to continue soiling an area that smells like urine or feces—and because cats’ sense of smell is so much stronger than humans’—it’s important to thoroughly and properly clean the soiled areas. Do not use ammonia based cleaners or hot water on urine stains, as these can set the stains and the odors associated with them. Make sure you clean sprayed areas with an enzymatic cleanser designed to eliminate odors caused by pet urine.  Products such as Nature’s Miracle™ and Urine Gone™ can be purchased at pet supply stores and work well when used as directed.  

*As a last resort, drug therapy can help resolve a spraying problem. There are numerous medications that have been demonstrated to be effective in individual cases. Because virtually all drugs have both physical and behavioral side effects, the drug choice should be made in consultation with your veterinarian.  Be sure to schedule regular follow-up appointments with your veterinarian to monitor your cat’s health while he is taking the medication. 

WHAT NOT TO DO:

Do not punish the cat by hitting, spanking, or slapping for spraying. Similarly, do not take the cat to the area and admonish him. This might well teach the cat to be afraid of you. The cat may actually spray more if he is stressed by the punishment.  If you catch your cat in the act of eliminating outside the litter box, do something to interrupt her like making a startling noise, but be careful not to scare her. Immediately take her to the litter box and set her on the floor nearby. If she wanders over to the litter box, wait and praise her after she eliminates in the box. If she takes off in another direction, she may want privacy, so watch from afar until she goes back to the litter box and eliminates, then praise her when she does. Don’t ever punish your cat for eliminating outside of the litter box. By the time you find the soiled area, it’s too late to administer a correction. Do nothing but clean it up. Rubbing your cat’s nose in it, taking her to the spot and scolding her, or inflicting any other type of punishment will only make her afraid of you or afraid to eliminate in your presence. Animals don’t understand punishment after the fact, even if it’s only seconds later, and trying to punish them will often make matters worse.    
Content provided by ASPCA and HSUS

